In semi-arid ecoregions dependent on irrigation for cotton production and limited groundwater resources, cover crops using stored soil moisture is a major concern. Although farmers recognize the soil and environmental benefits of conservation practices, their decision to use cover crops is often based on the farm's irrigation capacity and operating budget.
In an article recently published in Agronomy Journal, researchers quantify the long-term impacts of conservation tillage and cover crop use on cotton production. The team found that cotton lint yield and gross margins were less with a no-tillage rye cover crop system than conventional tillage. However, these differences did not exist between the conventional tillage and mixed species (rye, hairy vetch, Australian winter field pea, and radish) cover crop treatments. The benefits of conservation practices were found in the soil with greater organic carbon with a no-tillage and rye cover crop system compared with conventional tillage after 17 years and more rapid carbon gain using a mixed species cover crop than the rye cover crop in a three-year period.
The research fails to demonstrate increased lint yield revenues using no-tillage compared with conventional tillage. However, gross margins were not different between the systems, which may demonstrate economic feasibility of using rye and mixed species cover crops with no-tillage in semiarid climates. It is possible that with further investigation to regionally optimize management practices (e.g. irrigation, fertility, and cover crop seeding and termination dates), cover crop use can be an environmental and economical practice for cotton production on the High Plains of Texas. Sometimes, sampling for nitrates is difficult and a "push only" machine can't get the job done. For those times, the 9110 Ag-Probe and Ag-Probe TR come in handy. They are designed for use in agricultural and environmental sampling. These models can be mounted on a variety of tractors and UTV vehicles that meet our standard weight requirements. The 9110 Ag-Probe TR is powered by the Power Take Off (PTO) from the tractor. While the standard Ag-Probe model is powered by a selfcontained 13 HP Honda gas engine with electric start. They're both designed for year round sampling in all soil conditions, and can reach depths of 12 to 36 inches and beyond. Published online September 6, 2018
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